have undertaken laboratory tests of the effects of filmed aggression. The greater control obtained in these tests, some of which were done in my laboratory at the University of Wisconsin with the support of the National Science Foundation, provides a basis for some statements that have a fair probability of standing up under continued testing.
First, it is possible to suggest that the observation of aggression is more likely to induce hostile behavior than to drain off aggressive inclinations; that, in fact, motion picture or television violence can stimulate aggressive actions by normal people as well as by those who are emotionally disturbed. I would add an important qualification: such actions by normal people will occur only under appropriate conditions. The experiments point to some of the conditions that might result in aggressive actions by people in an audience who had observed filmed violence.
Second, these findings have obvious social significance. Third, the laboratory tests provide some important information about aggressive behavior in general. I shall discuss these three statements in turn.
Catharsis appeared to have occurred in one of the first experiments, conducted by Seymour Feshbach of the University of Colorado. Feshbach deliberately angered a group of college men; then he showed part of the group a filmed prizefight and the other students a more neutral film. He found that the students who saw the prizefight exhibited less hostility than the other students on two tests of aggressiveness administered after the film showings. The findings may indicate that the students who had watched the prizefight had vented their anger vicariously.
That, of course, is not the only possible explanation of the results. The men who saw the filmed violence could have become uneasy about their own aggressive tendencies. Watching someone being hurt may have made them think that aggressive behavior was wrong; as a result they may have inhibited their hostile responses. Clearly there was scope for further experimentation, particularly studies varying the attitude of the subjects toward the filmed aggression.
Suppose the audience were put in a frame of mind to regard the film violence justified-for instance because a villain got a beating he deserved. The concept symbolic catharsis would predict in such a case that an angered person might enter vicariously into the scene and work off his anger by thinking of himself as the winning fighter, who was inflicting injury on the man who had provoked him. Instead of accepting this thesis, my associates and I predicted that justified film aggression would lead to stronger rather than weaker manifestations of hostility. We believed FIGURE 22.1 Typical experiment tests reaction of angered man to filmed violence. Experiment begins with introduction of subject (white shirt) to a man he believes is a co-worker but who actually is a confederate of the author's. In keeping with pretense that experiment is to test physiological reactions, student conducting the experiment takes blood-pressure readings. He assigns the men a task and leaves; during the task, the confederate insults the subject. Experimenter returns and shows filmed prizefight. Confederate leaves; experimenter tells subject to judge a floor plan drawn by confederate and to recc opinion by giving confederate electric shocks. Shocks actually go to recording apparatus. The fight film appeared to stimulate the aggressiveness of angered men. (Photographs by Gordon Coster.) that the rather low volume of open hostility in the Feshbach experiment was attributable to film-induced inhibitions. If this were so, an angered person who saw what appeared to be warranted aggression might well think he was justified in expressing his own hostile desires.
To test this hypothesis we conducted three experiments. Since they resulted in essentially similar findings and employed comparable procedures, I shall describe only the latest. In this experiment we brought together two male college students at a time. One of them was the subject; the other was a confederate of the experimenter and had been coached on how to act, although of course none of this was known to the subject. Sometimes we introduced the confederate to the subject as a college boxer and at other times we identified him as a speech major. After the introduction the experimenter announced that the purpose of the experiment was to study physiological reactions to various tasks. In keeping with that motif he took blood-pressure readings from each man. Then he set the pair to work on the first task: a simple intelligence test.
During this task the confederate either deliberately insulted the subject-for example, by remarks to the effect that "You're certainly taking a long time with that" and references to "cow-college students" at Wisconsin-or, in the conditions where we were not trying to anger the subject, behaved in a neutral way toward him. On the completion of the task the experimenter took more blood-pressure readings (again only to keep up the pretense that the experiment had a physiological purpose) and then informed the men that their next assignment was to watch a brief motion picture scene. He added that he would give them a synopsis of the plot so that they would have a better understanding of the scene. Actually he was equipped with two different synopses.
To half of the subjects he portrayed the protagonist of the film, who was to receive a serious beating, as an unprincipled scoundrel. Our idea was that the subjects told this story would regard the beating as retribution for the protagonist's misdeeds; some tests we administered in connection with the experiment showed that the subjects indeed had little sympathy for the protagonist. We called the situation we had created with this synopsis of the seven-minute fight scene the "justified fantasy aggression."
The other subjects were given a more favorable description of the protagonist. He had behaved badly, they were told, but this was because he had been victimized when he was young; at any rate, he was now about to turn over a new leaf. Our idea was that the men in this group would feel sympathetic toward the protagonist; again tests indicated that they did. We called this situation the "less justified fantasy aggression."
Then we presented the film, which was from the movie Champion; the sevenminute section we used showed Kirk Douglas, as the champion, apparently losing his title. Thereafter, in order to measure the effects of the film, we provided the subjects with an opportunity to show aggression in circumstances where that would be a socially acceptable response. We separated each subject and accomplice and told the subject that his co-worker (the confederate) was to devise a "cre- ative" floor plan for a dwelling, which the subject would judge. If the subject thought the floor plan was highly creative, he was to give the co-worker one electric shock by depressing a telegraph key. If he thought the floor plan was poor, he was to administer more than one shock; the worse the floor plan, the greater the number of shocks. Actually each subject received the same floor plan.
The results consistently showed a greater volume of aggression directed against the anger-arousing confederate by the men who had seen the "bad guy" take a beating than by the men who had been led to feel sympathy for the protagonist in the film ( Fig. 22.3 ). It was clear that the people who saw the justified movie violence had not discharged their anger through vicarious participation in the aggression but instead had felt freer to attack their tormenter in the next room. The motion picture scene had apparently influenced their judgment of the propriety of aggression. If it was all right for the movie villain to be injured aggressively, they seemed to think, then perhaps it was all right for them to attack the villain in their own lives-the person who had insulted them.
Another of our experiments similarly demonstrated that observed aggression has littleif any effectiveness in reducing aggressive tendencies on the part of an Annoying co-worker Neutral co-worker
Responses of subjects invited to commit aggression after seeing prizefighting film varied according to synopsis they heard beforehand. One (dark gray) called Douglas' beating deserved; the other (lighr gray) said it was undeserved. After the film the subjects were told they could give electric shocks to an annoying or neutral co-worker based on his "creativeness" in doing a task. Seeing a man receive what had been described as a well-deserved beating apparently lowered restraints against aggressive behavior.
observer. In this experiment some angered men were told by another student how many shocks they should give the person, supposedly in the next room, who had provoked them. Another group of angered men, instead of delivering the shocks themselves, watched the other student do it. Later the members of both groups had an opportunity to deliver the shocks personally. Consistently the men who had watched in the first part of the experiment now displayed stronger aggression than did the people who had been able to administer shocks earlier. Witnessed aggression appeared to have been less satisfying than self-performed aggression. Our experiments thus cast considerable doubt on the possibility of a cathartic purge of anger through the observation of filmed violence. At the very least, the findings indicated that such a catharsis does not occur as readily as many authorities have thought.
Yet what about the undoubted fact that aggressive motion pictures and violent athletic contests provide relaxation and enjoyment for some people? A person who was tense with anger sometimes comes away from them feeling calmer. It seems to me that what happens here is quite simple: He calms down not because he has discharged his anger vicariously but because he was carried away by the events he witnessed. Not thinking of his troubles, he ceased to stir himself up and his anger dissipated. In addition, the enjoyable motion picture or game could have cast a pleasant glow over his whole outlook, at least temporarily.
The social implications of our experiments have to do primarily with the moral usually taught by films. Supervising agencies in the motion picture and television industries generally insist that films convey the idea that "crime does not pay." If there is any consistent principle used by these agencies to regulate how punishment should be administered to the screen villain, it would seem to be the talion law: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.
Presumably the audience finds this concept of retaliation emotionally satisfying. Indeed, we based our "justified fantasy aggression" situation on the concept that people seem to approve of hurting a scoundrel who has hurt others. But however satisfying the talion principle may be, screenplays based on it can lead to socially harmful consequences. If the criminal or "bad guy" is punished aggressively, so that others do to him what he has done to them, the violence appears justified. Inherent in the likelihood that the audience will regard it as justified is the danger that some angered person in the audience will attack someone who has frustrated him, or perhaps even some innocent person he happens to associate with the source of his anger.
Several experiments have lent support to this hypothesis. 0 . Ivar Lovaas of the University of Washington found in an experiment with nursery school children that the youngsters who had been exposed to an aggressive cartoon film displayed more aggressive responses with a toy immediately afterward than a control group shown a less aggressive film did. In another study Albert Bandura and his colleagues at Stanford University noted that pre-school children who witnessed the actions of an aggressive adult in a motion picture tended later, after they had been subjected to mild frustrations, to imitate the kind of hostile behavior they had seen.
This tendency of filmed violence to stimulate aggression is not limited to children. Richard H. Walters of the University of Waterloo in Ontario found experimentally that male hospital attendants who had been shown a movie of a knife fight generally administered more severe punishment to another person soon afterward than did other attendants who had seen a more innocuous movie. The men in this experiment were shown one of the two movie scenes and then served for what was supposedly a study of the effects of punishment. They were to give an electric shock to someone else in the room with them each time the person made a mistake on a learning task. The intensity of the electric shocks could be varied. This other person, who was actually the experimenter's confederate, made a constant number of mistakes, but the people who had seen the knife fight gave him more intense punishment than the men who had witnessed the nonaggressive film. The filmed violence had apparently aroused aggressive tendencies in the men and, since the situation allowed the expression of aggression, their tendencies were readily translated into severe aggressive actions.
These experiments, taken together with our findings, suggest a change in approach to the manner in which screenplays make their moral point. Although it may be socially desirable for a villain to receive his just deserts at the end of a motion picture, it would seem equally desirable that this retribution should not take the form of physical aggression.
The key point to be made about aggressiveness on the basis of experimentation in this area is that a person's hostile tendencies will persist, in spite of any satisfaction he may derive from filmed violence, to the extent that his frustrations and aggressive habits persist. There is no free-floating aggressive energy that can be released through attempts to master other drives, as Freud proposed, or by observing others as they act aggressively.
In fact, there have been studies suggesting that even if the angered person performs the aggression himself, his hostile inclinations are not satisfied unless he believes he has attacked his tormentor and not someone else. J. E. Hokanson of Florida State University has shown that angered subjects permitted to commit aggression against the person who had annoyed them often display a drop in systolic blood pressure. They seem to have experienced a physiological relaxation, as if they had satisfied their aggressive urges. Systolic pressure declines less, however, when the angered people carry out the identical motor activity involved in the aggression but without believing they have attacked the source of their frustration.
I must now qualify some of the observations I have made. Many aggressive motion pictures and television programs have been presented to the public, but the number of aggressive incidents demonstrably attributable to such shows is quite low. One explanation for this is that most social situations, unlike the conditions in the experiments I have described, impose constraints on aggression. People are usually aware of the social norms prohibiting attacks on others, consequently they inhibit whatever hostile inclinations might have been aroused by the violent films they have just seen.
Another important factor is the attributes of the people encountered by a person after he has viewed filmed violence. A man who is emotionally aroused does not necessarily attack just anyone. Rather, his aggression is directed toward specific objectives. In other words, only certain people are capable of drawing aggressive responses from him. In my theoretical analyses of the sources of aggressive behavior I have suggested that the arousal of anger only creates a readiness for aggression. The theory holds that whether or not this predisposition is translated into actual aggression depends on the presence of appropriate cues: stimuli associated with the present or previous instigators of anger. Thus if someone has been insulted, the sight or the thought of others who have provoked him, whether then or earlier, may evoke hostile responses from him.
An experiment I conducted in conjunction with a graduate student provides some support for this train of thought. People who had been deliberately provoked by the experimenter were put to work with two other people, one a person who had angered them earlier and the other a neutral person. The subjects showed the greatest hostility, following their frustration by the experimenter, to the co-worker they disliked. He, by having thwarted them previously, had acquired the stimulus quality that caused him to draw aggression from them after they had been aroused by the experimenter. \ FIGURE 22.4 Task by annoying co-worker supposedly was to draw a floor plan. Actually, each subject saw the floor plan shown here. The subject was asked to judge the creativeness of the plan and to record his opinion by pressing a telegraph key that he thought would give electric shocks to the co-worker; one shock for a good job and more for poor work. Responses of eight subjects who saw prizefight film are shown; those in boldface type represent men told that Douglas deserved his beating; those in lightface type, men informed it was undeserved.
My general line of reasoning leads me to some predictions about aggressive behavior. In the absence of any strong inhibitions against aggression, people who have recently been angered and have then seen filmed aggression will be more likely to act aggressively than people who have not had those experiences. Moreover, their strongest attacks will be directed at those who are most directly connected with the provocation or at others who either have close associations with the aggressive motion picture or are disliked for any reason.
One of our experiments showed results consistent with this analysis. In this study male college students, taken separately, were first either angered or not angered by A, one of the two graduate students acting as experimenters. A had been introduced earlier either as a college boxer or as a speech major. After A had had his session with the subject, B, the second experimenter, showed the subject a motion picture: either the prizefight scene mentioned earlier or a neutral film. (One that we used was about canal boats in England; the other, about the travels of Marco Polo.)
We hypothesized that the label "college boxer" applied to A in some of the cases would produce a strong association in the subject's mind between A and the boxing film. In other words, any aggressive tendencies aroused in the subject would be more likely to be directed at A the college boxer than at A the speech major. The experiment bore out this hypothesis. Using questionnaires at the end of the session as the measures of hostility, we found that the deliberately angered subjects directed more hostility at A, the source of their anger, when they had seen the fight film showed no particular hostility to A the boxer. In short, the insulting experimenter received the strongest verbal attacks when he was also associated with the aggressive film. It is also noteworthy that in this study the boxing film did not influence the amount of hostility shown toward A when he had not provoked the subjects. A somewhat inconsistent note was introduced by our experiments, described previously, in "physiological reactions." Here the nonangered groups, regardless of which film they saw, gave the confederate more and longer shocks when they thought he was a boxer than when they understood him to be a speech major (see Fig. 22 .6). To explain this finding I assume that our subjects had a negative attitude toward boxers in general. This attitude may have given the confederate playing the role of boxer the stimulus quality that caused him to draw aggression from the angered subjects. But it could only have been partially responsible, since the insulted subjects who saw the neutral film gave fewer shocks to the boxer than did the insulted subjects who saw the prizefight film.
Associations between the screen and the real world are important. People seem to be emotionally affected by a screenplay to the extent that they associate the events of the drama with their own life experiences. Probably adults are less strongly influenced than children because they are aware that the film is makebelieve and so can dissociate it from their own lives. Still, it seems clear from the experiments I have described that an aggressive film can induce aggressive actions Unangered subjects "Boxer" "Speech major" FIGURE 22.6 Similar test, varied by the fact that the co-worker behaved neutrally toward the subjects and therefore presumably did not anger them, produced these reactions. The greater number of shocks given to the co-worker introduced as a boxer than to the one introduced as a speech major apparently reflected a tendency to take a generally negative attitude toward persons identified as boxers.
by anyone in the audience. In most instances I would expect that effect to be shortlived. The emotional reaction produced by filmed violence probably dies away rather rapidly as the viewer enters new situations and encounters new stimuli. Subjected to different influences, he becomes less and less ready to attack other people. Television and motion pictures, however, may also have some persistent effects. If a young child sees repeatedly that screen heroes gain their ends through aggressive actions, he may conclude that aggression is desirable behavior. Fortunately screenplays do not consistently convey that message, and in any event the child is exposed to many other cultural norms that discourage aggression.
As I see it, the major social danger inherent in filmed violence has to do with the temporary effects produced in a fairly short period immediately following the film. For that period, at least, a person-whether an adult or a child-who had just seen filmed violence might conclude that he was warranted in attacking those people in his own life who had recently frustrated him. Further, the film might activate his aggressive habits so that for the period of which I speak he would be primed to act aggressively. Should he then encounter people with appropriate stimulus qualities, people he dislikes or connects psychologically with the film, this predisposition could lead to open aggression.
What, then, of catharsis? I would not deny that it exists. Nor would I reject the argument that a frustrated person can enjoy fantasy aggression because he sees characters doing things he wishes he could do, although in most cases his inhibitions restrain him. I believe, however, that effective catharsis occurs only when an angered person perceives that his frustrater has been aggressively injured. From this I argue that filmed violence is potentially dangerous. The motion picture aggression has increased the chance that an angry person, and possibly other people as well, will attack someone else.
